
Prologue

There is a note folded on the coffee table.

‘Mum,’ I call out, tossing my school bag on the couch.

‘I’m home.’

I don’t expect an answer. She hasn’t answered for months.

I walk into her bedroom, ready to lie beside her and watch

the afternoon game shows. But she is not there. My heart

does back flips and I smile for the first time in months. She’s

better! She’s okay! Everything is going to be all right!

‘Mum,’ I call excitedly. ‘Where are you?’ I skip back

through the living room, my arms outstretched, waiting to

hug her and say, ‘Welcome back.’

But there is a note folded on the coffee table.

My name is written on the outside, in large, curly letters.

The way she had taught me to write it.

EVE
I pick up the lavender-scented mauve paper. It is from

the stationery set I bought for her last Christmas. The scent

still lingers. I inhale deeply, breathing in hope and joy, and

pleasure that she has finally used my gift.



I roll out my bike and straddle it. I kick-start the engine.

Once. Twice. Three times.

‘Come on!’ I scream, stomping my foot on the peg as

though I’m killing a rat.

The engine roars. I kick up the stand and put the bike in

gear. It jerks forward and fishtails wildly, flicking stones

against the house. I wheel stand up the driveway, my hair

flying behind me and my school dress flapping against 

my thighs.

I stand as I turn onto the nature strip. The bike roller-

coasts over the three bumpy driveways before it reaches 

the end of the street and the entrance to the paddock.

I manoeuvre through the cement obstruction posts and

stop at the start of the rutted track.

I smooth my uniform down, feeling the weight of the

lavender-scented note crumpled in my pocket.
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Then I open it and the sweet smell of flowers turns sour.

I feel sick. I want to vomit. The paper trembles in my

hands. Is this a joke? My mother loves to joke, especially

when she is the only one laughing.

I read the note again, just in case I have jumbled up the

words. But this time there is no doubt.

‘Mum?’ I call out. My voice is hoarse. I step cautiously

toward the kitchen, praying fervently that she is sitting at

the table, engrossed in a book and having a cup of tea.

She is not reading a book and she is not enjoying a cup

of tea. Not anymore.

There is a half-empty cup on the table. Red lipstick

marks on the rim smile up at me. A blue checkered table-

cloth hangs crookedly over the table. Dirty breakfast dishes

sit on the sink. A wet teabag tag is stuck to the outside of

the swing-top garbage bin. The curtains above the sink are

closed. A blue pen sits beside the willow-patterned tea cup.

She hadn’t used a saucer. She always used a saucer.

I glance under the table for the missing saucer, for my

missing mother. I see her best church shoes, gold and

scuffed. Slivers of metallic paint sprout from the heels, like

weeds on a forgotten grave. I look beyond the upturned

shoes to the headstone.

A river of crimson blurs my vision. My breathing stops.

My heart stops. I stop. I am dead.

I walk backwards out of the kitchen and turn toward the

back entrance. I run down the steps and heave open the

garage door. It bangs against the Murdochs’ fence.
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Do you know how long you can ride a Honda XR 80

trail bike on less than half a tank of fuel, before it collapses

under you?

Two hours and twenty-seven minutes.

You could probably last longer if you rode evenly,

without screaming into the turns and bronco-riding the

ditches. But two hours and twenty-seven minutes isn’t bad.

Unless your father is waiting at the edge of the track for you

to stop.

I have passed him six times.

The first time he smiled and I smiled back. Then I

revved the bike hard and chucked a wheelie as I shot past.

The second time he called out, ‘Eve,’ and beckoned for

me to come over. I grinned and shook my head, revving the

bike away and down the straight.

The third time he held up his hand and he was no

longer smiling. I put my head down and avoided his eye as

I rode toward the western boundary.

The fourth time he walked onto the track, both hands



The thick brown paste is cool, but it disintegrates quickly

and slides to the ground. I add more, making a poultice as

I press it to the throbbing wound.

The rut is now empty, scooped clean like my mother’s

mixing bowl when she makes chocolate cake. I continue to

scrape with my fingers, searching for mud to ease my pain.

My fingernails break and tear, but still I dig.

Hot tears fill my eyes and cascade down my face. They

flood into the corners of my mouth and I lap them up

thirstily. My nose begins to run. I can’t see. My head is

pounding, my leg is stinging. My heart has frozen and

cracked.

‘Come on, Eve. It’s time to go.’

My father places his hands in my armpits and lifts me to

my feet. I crumple against him and he holds me. His body

begins to shudder too, but then he sniffs and pushes me

away. He smiles and I think I see a glimmer of relief cross

his face. Like he’s glad it’s over.

He lifts the bike and pushes it back along the track

toward home.

I watch his retreating back—his shoulders slumped

inside the blue flannelette shirt, his fraying grey shorts loose

over thin legs, thick woollen socks strangling his ankles

above tired brown boots—and I refuse to follow. My feet

are stuck in the mud. As though it is quicksand. I am being

sucked down to the dark centre of the earth.

‘Dad!’ I howl. ‘Dad . . .’

My father stops. He turns the bike around and wheels it
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raised as though putting up a wall to block my path. I

skirted cheekily around him, looking back to see his hands

and head hang wearily in my dust.

The fifth time he sat on the brown grass, hands clasped

loosely in front of his widespread knees. His eyes burrowed

into mine and he blinked slowly in understanding. He

knows I know.

The sixth time I don’t even bother to look at him.

As I ride along the large sewage treatment pools, the

bike starts to cough. Loud, spluttering coughs to begin

with, and then small whimpering gasps as it draws its last

breath. I stay on the seat, heaving my hips forward to propel

the dying machine toward the sanctuary of the creek.

We don’t make it. The mud-encrusted wheels spin slowly

to a stop. I sit on the seat as the bike wobbles. It lists to the

right and I grip the handlebars tightly, my eyes staring

intently at the straggly willows in the distance. The bike and

I fall, hugging each other in a final embrace.

‘Oww!’ I cry, as the sizzling exhaust pipe sears 

my leg.

I wriggle out from under the bike and inspect the apple-

sized welt forming on my right calf. It is a perfect circle, like

a bullseye, surrounded by white flesh. And it hurts.

Shit, it hurts!

I limp to a deep rut under the stand of gum trees. The

mud at the bottom of the groove is wet after last week’s rain.

This side of the paddock, closer to the creek, is always

damp. I scoop up a handful of mud and smear it on my leg.
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I am numb. I feel like I am in a bad dream and can’t wake

up. The beginning of the dream is already fading. I poke my

dirty fingers at the throbbing burn on my leg, trying to feel

alive again. Trying to emerge from the cocoon that is

spinning itself around me.

‘Will you stop that?’ Dad says. ‘You’ll only make it

worse.’

I put my leg down and stare out the truck window.

Night shrouds the streets and lights flicker to life in the

small weatherboard houses. Dad rolls the truck to a stop

outside my aunt’s freshly painted white house. The porch

light is on, casting a welcoming glow onto a hanging basket

of marigolds.

‘I’ve got things to sort out, Eve,’ Dad says, not cutting

the truck’s engine. He stares through the windscreen at the

red lights snaking up the hill ahead.

I nod and bite my lip. ‘Will we talk later?’

My father’s jaw pulses. ‘There’s nothing to talk about,

Eve. It’s best if we don’t. Not to anybody. People don’t need

back. He looks at me. His rippling brown eyes fill with

tears and he quickly swipes a hand across his face.

‘Hop on,’ he says.

I mount the bike and collapse against my father’s back as

he pushes both of us home. I inhale the familiar diesel

smell of his shirt, the dusty scent of his hair, and for a

moment I forget.

But as he turns the bike into our driveway I sit up and

shout, ‘No!’

I can’t come back here. I can’t come home. Home is

where my mother was—dancing around the lounge room

or, as has been the case for the past few months, lying in her

bed, staring at the TV screen. If she is no longer here, then

I don’t want to be here either. My father must have read my

thoughts.

‘You’re going to stay with Aunt Rose.’
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